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as a pioneering scientific natural historian, not as a dramatist
or comedian. In other words, for his only lecture in
America he chose the subject of political science.
Historical examples of idealism depend for their survival
largely on the fact that distance lends enchantment to the
view. Shaw attacks idealism by obliterating this distance,
a feat he accomplishes by putting his historical characters
not under a microscope but under a telescopic lens.
In this way Shaw brings the past before the bar of con-
temporary judgment, where the heroes whom time and
distance have idealized stand stripped, and are seen to be
human beings like ourselves. Ancient problems become
present problems, and yesterday is made intelligible in the
light of to-day. Thus in the popular imagination Napoleon
lives encrusted with a hundred years' growth of romance
and idealization, until he is either an impossible demigod
or an equally impossible ogre: but Shaw's Man of Destiny
is a very modern practical and understandable human being.
In the same way time has romanticized the Holy Inquisition
into an assembly of archfiends in human shape: but Shaw's
Inquisitor is a kindly old gentleman, learned, wise, and
experienced, who behaves very like an English Lord Chief
Justice, Again, Roman emperors have been swollen by
time into monsters of tyranny: but Shaw's Emperor in
Androcles and the Lion behaves no more and no less
tyrannically than a Home Secretary or monarch of to-day.
Whether dealing with history or not, Shaw's method is
always the same; to him a prize-fighter, for instance, is not
a knight-errant whose autograph must be secured at all
costs, but *a disillusioned man of business trying to make
money at a certain weight/
This power of destroying illusions and of robbing history
of its glamour is Shaw's most effective weapon for his attack
on society. He does not permit us to indulge in the rosy
luxury of complacent self-righteousness. Nor does he let
us forget that we would have voted for the burning of Joan
had we been living in her day, just as we would now be
voting for its equivalent had she been living in ours. For
all our boast of progress and enlightenment, the modern
world has its tortures not a whit less cruel than the old ones,